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Field Notes                                                                                                     June 11, 2002 
 
Snails cause problems for area farmers.  
By:  Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture 
 
 At one point last week, some fields might have been worth more as escargot than 
as cotton or soybeans.  The problem of having snails in field crops and vegetables is not 
new, but the level of infestation in some fields has been extreme.   
 During the several days of very cool weather in the latter part of May, snails 
apparently took advantage of “ideal” conditions to reproduce.  Estimates in some fields 
ran as high as 750,000 per acre, and most of them were located on young plants that were 
already struggling to live.  Highest populations were in no-till cotton fields that had been 
planted in cotton last year.   
 When reports began coming in that snails were a problem, many of us found it 
difficult to accept the idea that snails might be a serious pest, but visits to fields in the 
McAdams and Vaiden areas convinced me that we should look for some means to at least 
repel or suppress these slimy invaders.   
 With the help of farmers in the Vaiden area, a test was done to evaluate the 
effectiveness of various pesticides and a few common household products on snails.  We 
do not have a product that is specifically made to control or repel snails in large acreage 
field crops.  There are products for use in high-value vegetable crops, but their cost is 
prohibitive for crops like cotton and soybeans. 
 After seven days, we found that none of the products tested had good effect on 
snails, however some were found to have marginal effectiveness.  We are still evaluating 
these treated areas in the hope that some may produce long-term results that may be 
valuable.   
 After several years of advocating that farmers adopt no-tillage production 
methods, I will be the first to admit that the debris left over from the previous year was 
likely the breeding ground for snails.  Other problems such as the increase in activity of 
the sugarcane beetle in corn may also be linked to untilled soil and carried over crop 
debris, but I believe these challenges can be overcome just as we have overcome 
problems in tilled soil.  Just because we have new problems does not mean that we 
should not move forward in adopting conservation methods; the thing we must do is find 
ways to overcome challenges. 
 It’s always interesting to listen to farmers as they comment on things during times 
like this snail invasion.  One farmer summed it up well when he stated that he was 
convinced that no-till was the best way for him to farm even though problems like snails 
might appear.  He described his experiences in watching no-till fields tolerate midseason 
drought while conventional fields wilted and simply said, “You can choose when you 
want your pain”.  Stand-establishment is always a time of concern whether the soil is 
tilled or not.  Rains may or may not come, and they may be too heavy or too light.  
Temperatures may be too low, and insects like cutworms and thrips may attack. It’s not 
an easy time.   
 The problem of snails may be a rare occurrence, but they may be here again next 
year; we will only know when that time comes. For now, we are trying to learn how to 
manage and control snails, a problem we had not expected.  The simple trials we 
conducted at Vaiden may prove valuable as we attempt to find answers to this problem.  
In the meantime, call me if you know of anyone who would like to purchase snails by the 
ton.       
 
      
Cotton plants covered with snails  
